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Summary
During 1851-53, Gaskell wrote two novels in tandem: Cranford, a collection of 
affectionate and comic stories of elderly widows and spinsters living peacefully in 
the eponymous village, and Ruth, a sensational story of a beautiful young 
seamstress who raises her illegitimate son pretending to be a widow, becomes a 
sick-nurse, and dies a dramatic death at the outbreak of an epidemic. The two 
apparently radically different novels actually share a central preoccupation with 
illness. In Cranford, however, the elderly characters are viewed primarily in 
relation to the aging body. This seemingly pacific novel, whose sphere is limited 
to a quiet village, is throughout overshadowed by mortality as a threatening 
undercurrent; this paper will contend that what illness ultimately indicates is the 
passage of time and the inevitable movement of the heroine Matty towards death. 
It also investigates the distinctive of its narrative style, an issue inseparable from 
the narrated matter: the layer of first-person narratives and the dramatization of 
the act of telling and listening to stories. These complex formal mechanisms allow 
the narrator-character Mary Smith, a young woman from a big city, to observe, 
record, and even indirectly experience the daily lives and old customs of the 
elderly female community.
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It may seem counter-intuitive that Cranford (1851-53), a collection of 
affectionate stories of elderly widows and spinsters living apparently peaceful 
lives in the eponymous village, was written in tandem with Ruth (1853), a 
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sensational and controversial story of a beautiful young seamstress who is 
seduced and deserted by an upper-class man, raises her illegitimate son 
pretending to be a widow, and dies a self-sacrificing death at the outbreak of 
a deadly plague. Prompted by her visit in October 1851 to Knutsford, a small 
Cheshire town where she spent her childhood, Gaskell launched Cranford, 
putting aside Ruth whose first volume she had almost finished by November 
1851. She published the first instalment of Cranford in Dickens’s magazine 
Household Words in December the same year, and continued the series until 
April 1852. During the next nine months, she concentrated on and completed 
the three-volumed Ruth, before she returned to the publication of Cranford 
in January 1853 and completed the series in May
1）
.
As Audrey Jaffe maintains, it is precisely because the two novels are so 
radically different from each other that juxtaposing them will provide us with 
such suggestive critical insight
2）
. Cranford and Ruth in fact share several 
subjects and issues but they treat them in quite different ways. One of their 
shared concerns which will afford a great insight into Gaskell’s art is illness 
which is extensively examined and dramatised in Ruth but rather 
backgrounded and banalised in Cranford
3）
. By paying attention to the role of 
illness in this seemingly pacific novel whose sphere is limited to a quiet 
village, this paper attempts to illuminate and explore some of the less comic 
and specific, and more serious and universal aspects of Cranford. In the 
attempt it also investigates the narrative style of the novel: what is narrated 
and how it is narrated are fundamentally inseparable because of Cranford’s 
layered structure and dramatization of the act of telling and listening to 
stories. 
Considering the fact that almost all its chapters contain events or 
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phenomena related to some weakness of body and mind, it can be said that 
illness permeates Cranford. Some of these dramatise it, some mention it, and 
others imply it with the presence of the village surgeon, Hoggins, who is not 
only the sole medical professional but also one of the few accepted male 
neighbours for the misandrist Cranford ladies. While Captain Brown is killed 
in a railway accident in the second chapter and Peter Jenkyns returns from 
India in the final stages of the novel, Hoggins appears as early as on the first 
page and continues to be omnipresent. He even unexpectedly marries a 
woman of the highest rank in the community, Lady Glenmire, thereby 
fulfilling one of the most conventional elements of the contemporary novel of 
manners, the marriage out of love in spite of class distinction
4）
. Like his 
“round of thir ty miles” (5)
5）
, illness which often requires Hoggins’s 
consultation is also an indispensable par t of Cranford’s daily life and 
circulates throughout its novelistic world. 
In Cranford as in Ruth, illness has several dimensions and functions: it is 
an element and an event of life as in the real world, a potential force to 
develop the plot, a key to the novelistic solution, an index of the characters’ 
personality, and a source of philosophical insight into the human lives which 
are depicted. The Cranford characters share what the heroine and other 
characters in Ruth experience in relation to the body: illness and following 
death (Mary Brown and Mr Holbrook, and Ruth), injury in accident (Captain 
Brown and Samuel Brown/Signor Brunoni, and Mr Bradshaw’s son, 
Richard), rheumatism (Matty, and Nelly Brownson, the grandmother of Tom 
whom Bellingham saves from drowning in the river), debilitation by heat 
(Matty, and Mr Bradshaw’s youngest daughter, Elizabeth), and pregnancy 
and subsequent childbirth (Matty’s maid, Martha, and Ruth).    
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The two novels by Gaskell whose production periods overlapped, however, 
have also different ways of showing some illness-related aspects. Cranford 
has more comical episodes related to the body than its counterpart. For 
example, Matty shows her innocent misconception of food and health as well 
as her lack of commercial spirit when she starts her own business of selling 
tea after the failure of her bank. She tries to discourage her customers from 
buying green tea on sale at her shop, believing it to be too strong and 
harmful for the human body. Similarly, whenever children come to buy her 
“almond-comfits”, she adds some more for free; after Mary warns of the 
possible harm of taking too much sugar to children’s health, she instead 
gives them extra “peppermint or ginger lozenges, as a preventive to the 
dangers that might arise from the previous sale (174)”. 
The most crucial thematic difference between the two novels concerning 
illness is the treatment of aging. Ruth certainly contains some elderly 
characters such as the above-mentioned rheumatic Nelly Brownson, 
Thomas, the deaf, weak-sighted labourer who welcomes the heroine when 
she visits her old house together with Bellingham, and the crippled Ann 
Fleming with whom Ruth forms a friendship. The novel also mentions the 
process of aging and concomitant physical transformation of Mr and Miss 
Benson and their maid, Sally. The old age of these characters, however, is 
incorporated less as an important subject to examine than a constituent 
element of the realistic novel whose novelistic time spans some twelve years. 
In Cranford, on the contrary, aging is a recurrent theme, as Heath points 
out
6）
, and the attention to oldness determines the comical tone of the novel 
and is even one of the primary motivations of the narrator, Mary Smith. At 
the incipit of the novel, she introduces to the London reader several 
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examples of the antiquated life of Cranford because she believes that they 
are entertaining and worth narrating. These customs are preserved mainly 
because the ladies who observe them are old. The central characters, the 
middle-class single ladies, and the important male characters are all elderly. 
Matty, who could be said to be the heroine of the novel, is only fifty-one at 
the opening of the novel but, as Heath points out, she is already perceived as 
elderly
7）
. In the course of the novel, Mary Smith furthermore witnesses how 
they deal with the aging of themselves and others, especially how Matty 
copes with her weakness. Matty looks overall healthy but it is gradually 
revealed how delicate she is mentally and physically. Ultimately, what illness 
indicates in the novel is the passage of time which exists beyond human 
control and inevitably moves Matty towards death.      
The two novels also have fundamentally dif ferent modes of narrating 
illness. Ruth has a simple narrative style, employing a third-person, 
omniscient narrator who narrates events chronologically and develops one 
plotline revolving round the heroine. Cranford, on the other hand, sets up a 
framework of first-person narrative in which Mary Smith, a young outsider 
observer from Drumble, a city modelled on Manchester, gives an eyewitness 
repor t on Cranfordian life. Her account contains many shor t and 
fragmentary narratives of other characters who recount their experiences 
and observations in the first-person narration, so Mary’s narrative has 
several minor plotlines. The sixteen chapters are arranged overall 
chronologically but the order of events is more complicated and less 
straightforward in Cranford than in Ruth: while the first half of the novel 
deals more with the past Mary hears from other characters, the second half 
represents more of what happens in the novelistic present time; even within 
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a chapter, Mary’s focus sometimes shifts here and there so the reader needs 
to read carefully to know exactly what happens when. Furthermore, Mary 
also records how she comes to know the events she is relating: she narrates 
what she has heard from others, what someone has heard from someone 
else, and what she has read in letters. For example, during the night after 
the sudden return of Peter Jenkyns, Mary hears from Matty what her long 
estranged brother has told his sister about how he has spent his life in India. 
These narrative features illuminate three thematic aspects. Firstly, the 
inclusion of the narrative situation of who tells whom what shows 
relationships among the community members and often generates comic 
and satirical tones. For example, Martha, Matty’s maid, confides her 
pregnancy to Mary in the kitchen and asks her to impart the fact to the 
mistress; in fact, Matty, unfamiliar with the process of female reproduction, 
little suspects the possibility of a baby coming from her married maid until 
she goes into labour. Peter pokes fun at Mrs Jamieson, the wealthy widow 
who is most of the time lethargic and easily falls asleep, by exciting her with 
the made-up story of his cherubim-hunting in India; the situation of teasing 
and deceiving denies the possibility of Peter being in love with her which 
some characters suspect. Relationships among the characters are originally 
built up to a great extent through the act of telling and listening to stories; 
chatting is an important element of the Cranfordian social life and a main 
component of visits and parties of the elderly female charactesrs. Forming 
relationships through relating stories is repeated in the narrator-reader 
relationship of the novel; Mary literally relates to the reader by relating what 
she has heard and seen in Cranford. 
Secondly, Mary does not simply observe and listen to the experience of 
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other characters but by doing so she partly experiences it. She has to 
carefully examine the stories of others in order to choose what and what not 
to narrate for the reader. The process of evaluating stories can be 
educational for her because, however more modern and reasonable she 
looks than the Cranford ladies, she is after all still young and inexperienced. 
The ways of Mary’s building up her experience through the observation of 
others’ lives are not unusual for generally you do not directly encounter 
everything you know but you accumulate your experience partly through 
the second-hand experience of others. In this sense, Mary is a person who 
is to inherit some of the tradition of the elderly women. 
Thirdly, the structure of the novel in which Mary’s first-person narrative 
frames a number of first-person narratives of other characters helps to 
present Cranford as a novelistic microcosm of the life in a little village. In 
Ruth, the third-person narrative of the omniscient narrator intensifies the 
tragic note because the events narrated look as if they were determined and 
destined by something like fate, providence, or God. Cranford, on the other 
hand, looks quite independent from any working of some authority beyond 
human control because it does not employ the objective omniscient narrator 
but consists of a mosaic of subjective first-person narratives told by human 
characters. 
I should now like to examine how illness is represented and processed in 
the layers of first-person narratives. The first half of the novel, up to Chapter 
8 “Your Ladyship”, the production before Gaskell took a long break to 
complete Ruth, Cranford treats the most important cases of death and loss 
especially for Matty which make the endings of a couple of minor plotlines. 
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The first illness episode is of Mary Brown, the eldest daughter of Captain 
Brown who newly arrives at Cranford. Her case shows how illness can affect 
the life of the entire family, form and transform their character, and change 
the situation dramatically by bringing about the patient’s death. As in Ruth, 
the act of nursing is more dramatised than the medical treatment by 
professionals. Mary Brown is around forty years old and highly nervous and 
irritable because of her constant pain while her some ten-year younger 
sister Jessie is cheerful and childish disproportionately to her age. While 
Mary has little prospects of marriage due to her physical condition, Jessie 
remains unmarried since she has declined Major Gordon’s proposal in order 
to nurse her sister and support her father. Mary Smith, Matty, and Miss Pole 
nurse Miss Brown for one night and soon notice how the light-hearted 
Captain and the infantile Jessie are actually patient, perseverant and 
praiseworthy persons who bear the burden of nursing unbelievably lightly, 
dedicate their time, energy and money to the comfort of the patient, and 
sacrifice their own happiness. The unexpected instantaneous death of 
Captain Brown in a railway accident makes a vivid contrast with the long, 
painful and anticipated death of Mary. Her father’s death, however, brings 
back Major Gordon who has read an obituary of the Captain in a newspaper. 
The deaths of her father and sister liberate Jessie from family duties and 
finally the couple are able to realise their long suspended marriage. 
The narrator Mary Smith presents this chain of events not only by editing 
what she has seen and heard into a diegetic narrative but also incorporating 
what other characters have seen and heard into her own observation. Mary 
gathers information on the Brown family in several ways. She directly 
observes Mary Brown’s illness, once participating in her nursing. She 
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realises the family’s devotion for the invalid from Captain Brown’s spoken 
discourse and from Matty: “we do what we can to alleviate her pain” (21); “I 
found, from Miss Matty, that everything had been done, in fact” (21). She 
hears about the patient’s condition from Deborah Jenkyns who has heard it 
from Jessie Brown who has, in turn, directly heard it from the village doctor: 
“Mr Hoggins says she cannot live many days” (23). She learns the details of 
the Captain’s death in a railway accident from Matty’s maid, Jenny. She also 
hears about Jessie’s past refusal of Major Gordon’s proposal from Deborah 
Jenkyns who has directly heard it from him: “Miss Jenkyns told me what 
Major Gordon had told her” (28). This narrative style of mixing direct and 
indirect observations continues hereafter to be used to recount other events. 
Chapter 3 opens with the passing mention that “I thought that probably 
my connection with Cranford would cease after Miss Jenkyns’s death” (31). 
The absence of any detail may suggest its being a natural death from senility. 
With hindsight, towards the ending of the previous chapter, the senile frailty 
of Doborah has been highlighted and contrasted with the youth of Little 
Flora Gordon, the daughter of Jessie Gordon, née Brown:
At the time to which I have referred, when I last saw Miss Jenkyns, that 
lady was old and feeble, and had lost something of her strong mind. 
Little Flora Gordon was staying with the Misses Jenkyns, and when I 
came in she was reading aloud to Miss Jenkyns, who lay feeble and 
changed on the sofa. Flora put down the ‘Rambler’ when I came in.
‘Ah!’ said Miss Jenkyns, ‘you find me changed, my dear. I can’t see as 
I used to do. If Flora were not here to read to me, I hardly know how I 
should get through that day. [. . .]’ (29)
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The entrance of the new child character works as a novelistic facilitator for 
the exit of the elderly character and implies the general biological law of 
death and birth. 
As Mary Brown’s death brings Jessie Brown Major Gordon, Deborah’s 
death is followed by the reappearance of Matty’s old love Thomas Holbrook 
after long years of estrangement. One day Matty comes upon him in a shop 
and is invited to his home, Woodley, together with Mary Smith and his 
cousin Miss Pole. Back home afterwards, she anxiously waits for the return 
visit he has promised her: 
She gave me some good reason for wearing her best cap every day, 
and sate near the window, in spite of her rheumatism in order to see, 
without being seen, down into the street. (46) 
When he comes, he tells her that he is going to Paris, the city he has long 
wished to see. Mary then returns to Drumble. Receiving a note from the 
maid Martha to the ef fect that Matty is unwell, Mary hurries back to 
Cranford and hears about Holbrook’s critical condition from Miss Pole who 
has in turn heard it from his housekeeper: although he has safely returned, 
travel fatigue has harmed his health. Matty recounts to Mary, “through the 
long November evening”, the memory of her youth: how Deborah has 
nursed her “through a long, long illness” after “the dismissal of the suit of 
Mr Holbrook” (49). The next day they hear of his death from Miss Pole. 
Exactly as Captain Brown has done, another important male character 
Holbrook enters and exits from the Cranfordian world within as short a 
period as two chapters. The situation of Matty’s telling Mary her old love 
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story resembles a scene in Charlotte Brontë’s Villette (1853) in which Miss 
Marchmont, a rheumatic spinster like Matty, tells her nurse companion Lucy 
Snowe how she has lost her fiancé, Frank, in his fall from a horse.
This episode of Holbrook reveals two aspects of bodily and psychological 
weakness. Firstly, the simple and happy-looking Matty who greatly 
contributes to the comic tone of the novel actually has delicate health and 
sensitive nerves. Not only has she fallen seriously ill after her refusal of 
Holbrook’s proposal, but also after his death she starts to show hysterical 
symptoms while repressing her emotion: “This effort at concealment was 
the beginning of the tremulous motion of head and hands which I have seen 
ever since in Miss Matty” (50). Secondly, there is always the threat of old 
age in Cranford, however healthy and active the elderly characters look and 
however peaceful the village seems. Considering the contemporar y 
longevity, Holbrook, some seventy-year-old man, can be said to enjoy 
vigorous health and active old age until the debilitation from travel
8）
, but he 
is actually weak enough to die from the fatigue. Matty is fifty-one and 
relatively young at this point but, through the deaths of Holbrook and 
Deborah, she is certainly confronted with the potential danger of old age 
which is to become much more dominant towards the ending of the novel.  
In the following Chapter 5, “Old Letters”, Matty undertakes a small 
preparation for her own death by reading and burning the old letters sent 
among her families. She performs the painful task because she thinks some 
of them should not “fall into the hands of strangers” (53). She also believes 
that they will surely be destroyed after her death: “No one will care for them 
when I am gone” (55). In fact most of the letters were written by and to the 
dead, her grandparents, parents and Deborah. She, however, saves a little 
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note which her lost brother Peter had sent his mother from school. This 
exceptionally retained letter anticipates his eventual return. 
The following chapter, “Poor Peter”, explains how Matty’s brother has 
come to be estranged from the family: the naughty boy had once disguised 
himself as Deborah holding an illegitimate child, which had infuriated his 
father, the village rector; the father’s flogging has led to Peter’s escape from 
home and departure from England. Peter’s disappearance brings two cases 
of illness to the Jenkyns family. Matty tells Mary how she remembers her 
own hysterical symptoms such as “screams” and “horrible laugher”: “I 
remember the ring of my own laugh now” (68). More seriously, her mother 
becomes depressed, and although she has once mustered up her strength to 
take care of Matty, she has never recovered from the shock and died within 
a year from the event. As Captain Brown’s instant death is contrasted with 
Mary Brown’s long decline, the unforeseen and relatively quick terminations 
of Holbrook and Mrs Jenkyns can be compared against Matty’s gradual 
proceeding to her death. Although her future death is not explicit at this 
point, Matty herself is conscious of it and believes that she will see the dead 
Deborah soon: “I am so near seeing her again” (71). 
After Chapter 8, “Your Ladyship”, as the author Gaskell took a nine-
month-long break from Cranford to complete Ruth, the narrator Mary Smith 
is absent from Cranford for a while; she has been summoned home for her 
father’s illness and stayed with him at some seaside town during his 
recuperation. While the first half of Cranford, Chapter 1 to 8, deals with 
much of what has happened in the past, the latter half, Chapter 9 to 16, 
focuses more on present events and even implies the future time after 
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Matty’s death. Uglow argues that the first part functions as a kind of therapy 
for Matty, a process of reaching back to childhood and unspoken trauma so 
that she comes to terms with hidden pain and looks to the future
9）
. It is true 
that Matty to some extent overcomes her past and Mary Smith gains a basic 
knowledge of her friend’s history but I would rather see the narrative order 
of the past, present and future as underlining the chronological passage of 
time and Matty’s steady aging. 
As the marriage of Jessie Brown has suggested, illness, slight or serious, 
can trigger a chain reaction which finally brings unexpected outcomes. The 
death of Carlo, Mrs Jamieson’s pet dog, finally realises the most unpredicted 
and even sensational union of two middle-aged characters with different 
social backgrounds, Hoggins and Lady Glenmire. Carlo’s case also shows 
that the death of an animal can have the same kind of cause and effect as 
that of a human being. The cause of his death is unidentified but some 
suspect that the imagined robbery gang has poisoned the watchdog while 
others believe that, exactly as humans develop lifestyle-related diseases, the 
dog has had apoplexy resulting from “too much feeding and too little 
exercise” (112). Carlo’s death affects Mrs Jamieson so much that she loses 
her appetite and capacity to sleep; at this point, the affliction seems even 
greater than when her husband died. Her deteriorating health requires a 
change of scene and her absence forces her sister-in-law Lady Glenmire to 
temporarily fulfil the duties of the mistress of the house. The weeks-long 
illness of a ser vant necessitates Hoggins’s regular visits and Lady’s 
Glenmire’s reception of him, so that they become close meanwhile. Vexed 
with the misalliance, Mrs Jamieson breaks off contact with the doctor and 
her sister-in-law who is now degraded to “Mrs Hoggins”, until Mary 
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wonders what she shall do when she falls ill and needs a medical 
consultation. 
The serious injury of Samuel Brown/Signor Brunoni also produces a 
ripple effect on the plot and the relationship among the characters. Miss 
Pole visits and tells Matty what she and Lady Glenmire have heard from Mrs 
Roberts, the landlady of the public house: how the itinerant conjurer has 
received “some severe internal injury” (122) in a cart accident. Although 
they have so far secretly suspected the foreign magician as directing the 
robbery, the Cranford ladies immediately start to work for his recovery: 
Lady Glenmire arranges medical care, fetching Hoggins and working under 
his direction; Miss Pole finds better lodgings for him; Matty sends the 
sedan-chair prepared by Mary and Martha; and Mrs Forrester makes 
bread-jelly. This episode shows that the ladies are willing to help those who 
are in trouble whether it is a respectable English woman like Mary Brown or 
a dubious “foreign” man like Signor Brunoni whose real name is Samuel 
Brown; the same surname, “Brown” indicates the identical kind of kindness 
the ladies show in helping the sick. Their kindness proves to be productive, 
bringing the recovery of the patient, strengthening the solidarity of the 
ladies, and developing the relationship between Hoggins and Lady Glenmire. 
More crucially, the acquaintance with the Brown family provides a little 
piece of information which is later to bear a surprising result. Mary Smith 
listens to Mrs Brown’s story in which illness again proves productive and 
connecting: after having lost six children in India, she decided to return to 
England to save her seventh child, Phoebe; they had a hard journey to 
Calcutta, physically exhausted and mentally distressed, until the child fell ill 
at Chunderabaddad; thanks to the help of Aga Jenkyns, “a kind Englishman” 
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(131), they finally managed to get aboard a ship bound for England on which 
Mrs Brown worked as a servant to an invalid lady. Mary soon thinks of the 
possibility of Aga Jenkyns being Peter Jenkyns and sends a letter of inquiry 
to his Indian address. 
In the episode of the failure of Matty’s bank, illness has no dramatic effect 
but functions to show both her own personality and her relationship with 
others. The crisis comes to connect her with her friends more closely than 
ever and facilitate her mental independence from her dead sister Deborah. 
Hearing the news of the bank failure, Matty certainly has a “bad head-ache” 
(147) and a “certain fatigue of body” (148) resulting from “depression of 
mind” (148), but these symptoms only temporarily trouble her. Her friends 
all secretly donate from their modest income, and they and the maid, 
Martha, arrange her accommodation and protect her property as much as 
possible through consultation with Mary’s businessman father. Here we see 
what Rappoport calls the “system of sympathetic energy”: the total sum 
never diminishes as her friends “repay” Matty’s past kindness
10）
. In such a 
system, illness also helps circulate “sympathetic energy” by measuring the 
personality of characters and forming their relationship. For example, Mrs 
Fitz-Adam, the sister of Hoggins, is still grateful for Matty’s having asked 
after her dying mother many years ago and certain that her doctor brother 
will provide free treatment for her illness. Mary Smith is ready to nurse her 
if she falls ill so purchases the bedroom furniture of Matty’s house in order 
to use it “in case of Miss Matty’s illness” (169). Receiving a letter from the 
maid Martha about a year after the opening of the teashop, she hurries back 
to Cranford believing that Matty is ill; when it turns out that the maid is 
pregnant and needs some domestic assistance during her lying-in, Mary in 
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fact attends on Matty. 
It should be noted here that Martha’s confinement is the only case of a 
weakened body in the novel whose ultimate result is not death but birth. 
This life-related and future-oriented condition of suffering points to the 
existence of a temporal line independent from Matty’s aging, and contrasts 
youth with senility and, ultimately, life with death. The return of Peter 
Jenkyns after the estrangement for a couple of decades further discloses the 
irrecoverable passage of time to Matty. The happy reunion of the brother 
and the sister is slightly shadowed by the embarrassing recognition of their 
changed looks: 
‘I suppose hot climates age people very quickly,’ said she, almost to 
herself. ‘When you left Cranford you had not a grey hair in your head.’
‘But how many years ago is that?’ said Mr Peter, smiling. 
‘Ah! true! yes! I suppose you and I are getting old. But still I did not 
think we were so very old! But white hair is very becoming to you, 
Peter,’ she continued ― a little afraid lest she had hurt him by revealing 
how his appearance had impressed her. (177)
Imagining herself wearing the Indian muslin gown and the pearl necklace 
Peter has brought her, Matty has to say, ‘I’m afraid I’m too old; but it was 
very kind of you to think of it. They are just what I should have liked years 
ago ― when I was young!’ (177). It is decided that the gown should be 
reserved for Flora Gordon, the daughter of Jessie Gordon, née Brown. The 
reunion is actually indirectly realised by illness which has facilitated Peter’s 
survival in India: once he was taken prisoner by the Burmese but managed 
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to be freed because he saved the chief of the tribe from dangerous illness by 
bleeding him. 
As the title of the last chapter “Peace to Cranford” suggests, the novel 
seems to end happily with reunion, gathering, and reconciliation: the Gordon 
family returns from the Continent, Signor Brunoni/Samuel Brown is called 
back by Peter, and the Cranfordian populace including the estranged Mrs 
Jamieson and Mrs Hoggins, the former Lady Glenmire, assembles for his 
magic performance. The denouement is, however, not without ominous 
signs. Patricia Ingham, for example, points out the pressure from the outside 
world on Cranford
11）
. I find illness and its corollary death as the greatest 
source of anxieties, as the undercurrent which has always been present 
throughout the novel and becomes most manifest at the ending. Uglow sees 
peace free from fear and pain after Matty’s eventual mastery of her traumatic 
past in the first part of the novel
12）
. If Matty is more liberated from her past, 
it is also true that she is now more than ever overshadowed by her own 
future death. Peter’s sitting cross-legged at Miss Pole’s party reminds Mary 
of the strange way of eating peas at Holbrook’s house. The mention of the 
dinner further brings back to her mind another past scene which has 
occurred after Peter’s return, so quite long after Holbrook’s death, and in 
which the brother has mentioned his past expectation of the marriage of 
Matty and Holbrook:    
Many of Mr Peter’s ways of eating were a little strange amongst such 
ladies as Miss Pole, and Miss Matty, and Mrs Jamieson, especially when 
I recollected the untasted green peas and two-pronged forks at poor Mr 
Holbrook’s dinner.
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The mention of that gentleman ’s name recalls to my mind a 
conversation between Mr Peter and Miss Matty one evening in the 
summer after he returned to Cranford. The day had been very hot, and 
Miss Matty had been much oppressed by the weather; in the heat of 
which her brother revelled. I remember that she had been unable to 
nurse Martha’s baby; which had become her favourite employment of 
late, and which was as much at home in her arms as in its mother’s, as 
long as it remained a light weight ― portable by one so fragile as Miss 
Matty. This day to which I refer, Miss Matty had seemed more than 
usually feeble and languid, and only revived when the sun went down, 
and her sofa was wheeled to the open window, through which, although 
it looked into the principal street of Cranford, the fragrant smell of the 
neighbouring hayfields came in every now and then, borne by the soft 
breezes that stirred the dull air of the summer twilight, and then died 
away. [. . .] Mr Peter, Miss Matty and I, had all been quiet, each with a 
separate reverie, for some little time, when Mr Peter broke in ― 
‘Do you know, little Matty, I could have sworn you were on the high 
road to matrimony when I left England that last time! If anybody had 
told me you would have lived and died an old maid then, I should have 
laughed in their faces.’ (181-82) 
As the present tense of the verb “recall” indicates, Mary, in the narrating 
time, associates the memory of the dead man with the scene of Matty’s 
debility. If what the memory of Holbrook indicates here is more mortality 
than life, in juxtaposing his death and Matty’s illness, Mary may consciously 
or unconsciously be thinking of her death. The scene in fact resembles some 
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other scenes shadowed by death. Matty’s nursing of Martha’s baby presents 
a parallel to Deborah’s company of Little Flora Gordon at the end of Chapter 
2, whose following chapter opens with the reference to the elderly woman’s 
death. Furthermore, Matty’s sitting at the window which looks out on the 
street is a repetition of the scene in which she had been waiting for 
Holbrook’s visit despite her rheumatism. 
Peter’s casual and careless mention of Holbrook affects the already weak 
Matty and triggers her “shivering and shaking” (182), until he alarmedly 
tells her to have negus and go to bed. Her condition reminds the reader of 
her physical and mental weakness: her frail body which her friends 
recognise as “not very strong” (120), her rheumatism because of which she 
can “not walk very fast” (134), her horrible screams and laughter after the 
disappearance of Peter, her long illness after her refusal of Holbrook’s 
proposal, and the hysterical tremor of head and hands which she has had 
since Holbrook’s death and appears now. Then Matty is not exactly an old 
lady cherishing her sweet memories but a fragile elderly woman painfully 
aware of her irrecoverable loss. As even the last comical episode of the 
novel, Peter making up a story of cherubim-hunting, reminds us, as Dinah 
Birch argues, how his careless jokes have prompted the illness and death of 
Mrs Jenkyns
13）
, we can also see the same innocent insensitivity of this scene 
in relation to his sister’s illness and death. After Matty’s loss of money, Mary 
has juxtaposed illness and old age as the two great troubles of life: “The 
money which he had paid, and that produced by the sale, was par tly 
expended in the stock of tea, and part of it was invested against a rainy day; i. 
e. old age or illness” (171). Now Matty suf fers from both, her original 
fragility being worsened by her old age. What is contrasted with her age and 
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weakness is the growth and health of the children. Martha’s baby is growing 
so well that Matty cannot hold it now. Flora Gordon who symbolically gets 
Matty’s muslin gown, and her brother Ludovic who was unborn the last time 
the Gordon family has appeared, are “now almost grown up” (183). Martha’s 
baby and the Gordon children will someday outgrow and outlive Matty.   
At the incipit of the novel, Cranford is represented as a place where death 
is a tabooed subject to openly discuss despite its commonness: “Death was 
as true and as common as poverty; yet people never spoke about that, loud 
out in the streets” (8). Although Mary Smith’s narrative basically follows the 
rule, featuring the lives of elderly women and tracing a certain length of 
novelistic time, Cranford inevitably includes the depiction of old age and 
suggestions of the not too far death of the main character. The novel overall 
treats the illness of the past in the first half, then that of the present in the 
second, before, in the final chapter, it more explicitly than ever indicates the 
condition of the future, i.e. the approaching death of Matty. While Ruth 
explores the relatively short and dramatic life and death of a young single 
mother, Cranford traces the slower and less exciting existence of an elderly 
spinster. 
The indicated future death of Matty is not simply deplorable because, as 
the novel has shown, the dead can maintain their presence in the memory of 
the living. Matty who is loved by all around her will be remembered in their 
minds. Most crucially, Mary Smith, the close observer and careful recorder 
of her life will retain some of Matty’s experience by integrating it into her 
own. If she scarcely seems to age in the novelistic time as Birch points out
14）
, 
considering that the age of narrator is an important part of a story as Chase 
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shows in her analysis of Gaskell’s old storytellers,
15）
 Mary’s youth is meant 
to imply the possibility of her inheriting what she has observed in Cranford.
Notes
　1）　For the production and publication of Cranford and Ruth, see Uglow 276－
308, esp. 278, 295, 301, 308, and “the note on the text” in Cranford (Oxford: 
Oxford UP, 2011) xxvi－xxvii.
　2）　Audrey Jaffe, “Cranford and Ruth” in Matus 46.
　3）　For further discussion of illness in Ruth, see Akiko Kawasaki, “The 
Neutralisation of Illness in Ruth” in Mitsuharu Matsuoka, ed. Evil and Its 
Variations in the Works of Gaskell: A Sesquicentennial Commemorative Volume 
(Osaka: Osaka Kyoiku Tosho, forthcoming). 
　4）　For the discussion on their marriage in terms of midlife sexuality, see 
Heath 96－97. 
　5）　All the quotations from the text hereafter are from Elizabeth Gaskell, 
Cranford (London: Penguin, 2005).
　6）　Heath 93.
　7）　Heath 93.
　8）　Males over 65 as percentage of those over 5 years in England and Wales 
in 1851 is 4.9, and female, 5.7. Smith 319. 
　9）　Uglow 293.
10）　Rappoport 68－78, esp. 69, 77. 
11）　Patricia Ingham, introduction to Cranford (London: Penguin, 2005) xxx.
12）　Uglow, 293, 298.
13）　Dinah Birch, Introduction to Cranford (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2011) xiv. 
14）　Dinah Birch, Introduction to Cranford (Oxford: Oxford UP, 2011) xi.
15）　Chase 124.
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